A number of organisations have campaigned for many years for increased openness with regard to why and how animal experiments are conducted. For too long, animal rights extremists have exploited the secrecy surrounding animal experimentation to stigmatise and terrorise individual researchers and research organisations that undertake laboratory animal procedures. This, in turn, has made scientists ever more reclusive and defensive, and has made it extremely difficult for organisations genuinely concerned with animal welfare and alternatives to be confident that the Three Rs are an integral part of any project involving animal experimentation.
It is expected that the Freedom of Information Act 2000, the provisions of which come into force in January 2005, will require the Home Office to provide more information about animal procedures conducted under the jurisdiction of the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 than is currently provided in the annual Statistics of Scientific Procedures on Living Animals. 1 This is undoubtedly behind the decision of the Government to seek to improve public understanding about the use of animals in science and how it is regulated, by publishing abstracts written anonymously by project licence holders.
Ideally, these abstracts should not only provide information which hitherto has not been available, but should also provide ways of focusing on key areas for reduction, refinement and replacement, and of encouraging discussions with scientists and regulators to ensure that genuine improvements are made.
Unfortunately, the first group of eight abstracts, published on the Home Office Animals in Scientific Procedures home page on 21 December 2004, 2 are rather disappointing. Since the intended audience is the general public, the abstracts are written in jargon-free language, in order to make the science more readily available to the lay person. While this is understandable, it means that the abstracts lack most of the kinds of information that could be useful to animal welfare organisations and others committed to the Three Rs.
Although the Home Office has asked for specific questions to be addressed within the abstracts, their contents are determined largely by the project licence holders themselves. Perhaps because of the current tactics of a few animal rights extremists, the licensees who produced this first group of abstracts seem to have been overcautious (even though they are anonymous). Their main aim seems to have been to pacify members of the general public by overemphasising the human benefits of the research and indicating that none of the animals they use will suffer, because they are well treated and monitored, being "humanely" killed if they show even the smallest sign of distress.
In general, the abstracts fail to address the issue of the costs to the animals in terms of the suffering they could encounter (except in one case, where the severity band and limits are stated, and in another, where the possible level of discomfort is included), or to consider other essential details, such as housing, handling and husbandry, which can have a huge impact on the wellbeing of the animals.
It is encouraging that the Home Office intends to publish abstracts for all future successful project licence applications, and it is to be hoped that this could have the positive effect of making licensees think twice about the need for experiments, or at least to ensure that they increasingly incorporate the Three Rs in their thinking and in their work, if only to gain public support.
The Home Office's long-term objective is to produce a web page dedicated to the abstracts, with a search facility to make navigating through them much easier. However, if the abstracts are to fulfil their intended purpose of increasing public understanding about the use of animals in science and how it is regulated, several improvements need to be made to both their layout and their contents.
A standard format with specific subheadings (as seen in some of the present abstracts) would aid comprehension and would facilitate comparisons between various project licences. It would also be helpful if the forthcoming web page contained an explanatory introduction on the basics of the cost-benefit analysis and how it is used to make decisions about licence applications.
In terms of abstract contents, it is important that the licensees incorporate more information on the likely costs to the animals. This is essential to forming a balanced opinion about whether the likely benefits of the work are sufficient to justify its acceptance. As for benefits, increasing knowledge Editorial Home Office Project Licence Information goes Online: Increased Transparency about Animal Experiments or a Mere Attempt to Silence Critics? that might one day be useful, should no longer be acceptable as a basis for establishing the justification for licensing a project.
Finally, it will be interesting to see whether the Home Office web page for project licence abstracts is amended to include a comments or feedback facility. This would be an invaluable addition, providing an effective way for the general public to make their concerns known, while encouraging researchers to recognise that communication is a two-way process, in which they should consider the concerns and suggestions of others, rather than merely seeking to justify their own positions.
Overall, the introduction of the publication of project licence abstracts is a step in the right direction, since it increases the accountability of the Home Office and of project license holders, while their anonymity protects them from the risk of animal rights terrorism. The system has the potential to significantly dispel the misconceptions about animal experimentation often fostered by extreme animal rights campaigners, and thus to allow welfare organisations to gain greater access to procedural information and ensure that reduction, refinement and replacement are the primary concerns of any scientist contemplating the use of laboratory animal procedures.
In time, this resource could effectively provide greater openness about animal experimentation. However, it should not be intended merely to pacify the public, but instead should allow them to reach informed opinions regarding the rights and wrongs of animal testing, without the overbearing influence of the extreme stances taken on this emotive issue. In this way, we may yet see an increasingly peaceful and scientifically sound shift from animal experimentation to alternatives.
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